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POINT OF VIEW BY MARK

W.

CONLEY

Will the New Reforms Shut Down the Popcorn Business?
I had never seen Kelly, our 8-year-old,
so excited about going to school.
"We're gonna start a popcorn business!" she said upon arriving home one
day.
"How's that going to work?" my wife
asked.
"We're going to ask the PTO to give us
some money to buy a popcorn machine.
Then, we're going to make popcorn for
the whole school and sell it for money!"
And so the popcorn business began.
Over the coming months, Kelly and her
classmates learned every part of building a business. They started by making a
presentation to the Parent-Teacher
Organization (PTO) to ask permission to
start the business and to get a small
business loan. The class needed to buy a
popcorn machine, Kelly explained. The
class learned how to use math to make
change and track sales figures. Reading
and writing came in handy for popcorn
advertisements. Every week, members
of the class got on the public-address
system to announce that popcorn sales
were in progress. The kids took orders
on popcorn day to estimate and then satisfy consumer demand. When sales
dropped, Kelly's class studied the problem and found ways to boost sales.
Regular progress reports were made to
the PTO.
Eventually, Kelly's class paid back the
loan for the popcorn machine. End-ofyear profits were divided among members of the class in the form of gift certificates from local bookstores. The following year, Kelly's classmates were
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jealous of the new entrepreneurs who
had entered third grade to take over the
business. Kelly and her friends were
enlisted to mentor the new kids as they
started up the business again.
So whose brainchild is this, this idea
that captivated my daughter and her
class like few things had before? John
Black is his name. You probably won't
see John vying for an award for the popcorn business. Ever since I met John,
originally as my son's third-grade
teacher, he impressed me as someone
totally dedicated to his kids. I've seen
John get real young kids to accept
responsibility for their own learning. He
is drawn to kids who, for some reason or
other, are different from the rest of the
crowd. He helps them dig down inside
themselves to find what is good and
important.
John will undoubtedly deny my portrait when he reads this, because, as I
said, John is not one to blow his own
horn. The kids are all that matters. That
is why I was particularly taken aback by
a recent conversation he and I shared
when I came to school one day to pick
up my daughter.
"Well, I'm out of here!" John said
before I could say "hi."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"We've been hearing about all the
reforms coming down, the proficiency
exams, the core curriculum, PA 25. It's
going to get to a point where the state's
going to legislate everything we do.
We're just not going to be able to do
right by kids anymore!"
43

VOLUME

27, No. 3 •

SPRING

1994

I was floored by John's frustration.
Normally, at this point in our conversation, John would flash a wry smile and
make some wise crack This time, John
was deadly serious.
"We can't lose people like you, John!"
was all I could think to say. His comments, and his dour face when he made
them, have stayed with me.

teachers follow the curriculum blindly
like robots, insensitive to the needs of
children? I truly doubt it. As a teacher
and later as a doctoral student, I had the
pleasure of working with many inspired
teachers from across the curriculum: Joe
Durgan of Indian River who spins stories
out of literature and his students' lives,
Martha Obryki of Ithaca who helps kids
find their place in the world and Paul
Kapp, the renaissance man from
Johnson City, who frequently debates
his math colleagues about teaching
geometry to first-graders. Despite a fairly rigid New York State curriculum,
these teachers maintain a vigilant effort
to do it all for their kids.
Recently, I had a conversation with a
teacher from Geneva, New York I asked
him how things have changed since I left
in the late 1970's. His response was that
testing had become even more of a
mania. Where before, state testing took a
week or so in schools, now it took nearly a month. Some wags dubbed May as
"Regents Month" because of the plethora
of exams students were required to take.
Are we in Michigan due for similar
extremes in testing? With centralized
funding and a core curriculum, you'd
better believe it.
Will all of this cause teachers like
John to leave the profession? I am continuously amazed at teachers' resiliency
for the sake of children. My money says
that John will stay. He, like many others,
will be frustrated. But his commitment
to children will carry the day. And isn't
that what policymakers in the legislature
and our State Education Department
count on? No matter the criticism or
edict, from the local community or from
the state, teachers like John plow forward, sometimes satisfied only by the
twinkle of learning in kids' eyes.
I worry a lot these days about this
equation: the expectation that teachers
should work harder toward higher standards balanced against our failure to rec-

~

Now that the Christmas '93 legislative
marathon is over, with the changes in
school finance and curriculum reform
ahead of us, where do we stand? Will
learning opportunities like the popcorn
business have to fold? Will the new
reforms force dedicated teachers, like
John Black, out of the education business? To answer these questions, perhaps it would be useful to make some
comparisons with New York State.
We are about to enter a path in school
funding and curriculum that is not
untrodden. I grew up in New York, a
state that centralizes school funding and
specifies a core curriculum. I never
knew about millage elections until I
came to Michigan. New York's schools
were funded through a combination of a
7% sales tax, a lottery and an income tax.
It has been relatively easy for the state
education department in Albany to legislate curriculum because of the real
threat of withholding school funds. I see
it as no coincidence that Michigan is
simultaneously centralizing school funding while touting a new core curriculum.
It is difficult at best to push a core curriculum without some teeth behind it.
Will locating the funding and curriculum in Lansing solve our current school
woes? Probably not. Recent reports suggest that Albany is struggling mightily
with a massive deficit in public school
spending. So shifting the finance burden
from local to state does not guarantee
that the funding won't dry up.
Will Michigan become a place where
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

44

VOLUME

27, No. 3 •

SPRING

1994

ognize the everyday things teachers do
to make learning happen. If you know
someone like John who is special to
kids, take some time to thank them.
What they are doing for our kids is no
less than a precious resource. Maybe,
some day, those who are currently in
charge of the new reforms will remember to thank them too (OK, so I'm a
dreamer). If we all take the time now, to
be thankful for those who have chosen
our profession, maybe the popcorn business doesn't have to close, in spite of the
new reforms.

Mark Conley is an Associate
Professor of Teacher Education at
Michigan State. He is university liaison for the Holt Junior High
Professional Development School, where
he also teaches English and math.
Send comments to: Mark Conley,
Michigan State University, 115
Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824.
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